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How well do you know your customers? 

 

 A simple question that might even be a little vague, but experience tells me that there are always 
reasons to learn more about customers and their business situations. 

 For example, it is not uncommon for people in decision making and influential positions to change jobs 
more frequently than they used to. Mergers and Acquisitions are at an all time high which creates 
opportunities to learn something new. Companies are always looking to expand their markets or find new 
customers, which creates change. Plus, technology and the constant search for optimum efficiencies create 
change on a regular basis. 

So whether it’s the people, the company, the industry, the process, or their markets – there always 
seems to be a reason to revisit what you think you know about your customer(s). 

 

 In The Logistics Sales Professional Course, we 
describe an effective way to get to know your customers on 
multiple levels and in multiple areas. It’s a Best Practice 
strategy that delivers measurable results! 

 The picture on the right is an actual slide from our 
program and we share it here so you can get an idea of our 
thinking and sales approach. 

 We break the customer interaction down into two 
areas: Business and Personal. Then we drill down deeper in 
each area based on where you are in the (selling) 
relationship.  

 

Qualifying, Transactional, and Consultative 

 On the Business side of the equation you may need to ask some “Qualifying” questions if you are in the 
early stages or beginning of your sales cycle. These can be to explore who the Decision Makers are; what their 
decision making process is; how much the budget is for the shipment/project you are currently working on; 
and their time frame to ship/decide, etc. 

 We then separate “Transactional” questions from “Consultative” questions. The actual questions in 
each of these areas will vary greatly based on industry, products and services, and even account size. So we 
will define them here and give a few examples just to make the point. Then your job is to create your list of 
questions for each area so you are gaining a thorough understanding of your customer(s) situation. 

 Transactional questions are those that relate to the immediate sale/quote/shipment/project you are 
working on. They are the important facts and figures you need to complete the existing “transaction.” They 
explore the customer’s immediate needs. As examples: “Please tell me how many trucks you will need next 
month?” or “How many containers do you anticipate you will ship next quarter?” or “What are the exact 
dimensions of the widgets you’d like us to import for you?” or “At what temperature do we need to store this 
(commodity) at?” or “Approximately how many square feet of space will you need initially?” or “When do you 
anticipate this project is going to start?” 
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 Transactional or immediate needs are usually driven by a customer’s request or current situation. They 
have a predetermined need to fill and the details around that transaction are required so you get the 
order/shipment correct. Of course the complexity and length of time it takes to complete this part of your 
sales process will depend on what you are selling, to whom, and the exact customer requirements. 

 Consultative questions are a little more interesting because they open up discussions around the 
customer’s long-term goals, other pressing needs and can even uncover these hidden golden nuggets of 
“personal wants.” In my experience, this is where the bigger sales are and how long-term relationships get 
built! 

 We call them “Consultative” because you are acting more like a Consultant than a salesperson. You are 
trying to (or have) established yourself as an expert in your particular area, and are probing to analyze the 
customer’s complete situation. (Independent of or as a result of the current transaction.) 

Examples of Consultative questions would be: “How will outsourcing the logistics function impact your 
bottom line?” or “How will our combined Freight Forwarding and Customs Broker services improve your 
logistics operation?” or “When you take advantage of our Drop Trailer program, how much warehouse space 
will that free up for you?” or “Relative to our new TMS program, how will this help you manage your 
transportation budget?” or “What cost reduction initiatives has senior management put in place over the past 
year?” and “How have these initiatives impacted your role here at the ABC Company?” 

The significant difference between Transactional and Consultative questioning is your focus and 
expected outcome. On the Transactional side, you are trying to gain information that will help you secure the 
sale-at-hand. When in Consultative mode, you are trying to learn and evaluate your customer’s long-term 
goals or pressing business issues. These could be company initiatives, growth plans, trends impacting their 
business, or even regulatory issues they must meet. 

Many training programs on the market push the Consultative approach and neglect the Transactional 
nature of the immediate sale. Conversely, salespeople tend to focus on the immediate needs or sales and 
neglect the long term or pressing issues of their customers. 

We believe a true Sales Professional will be aware of and skilled at both essential areas. After all, you 
need to meet your current sales quota as well as build long-term mutually beneficial relationships. 

 

Personal Information 

Lastly, it’s important to explore the personal side of the selling relationship with each of your contacts 
within an account. Here again you will notice that there are two parts to this exercise as well. One is the 
personal “likes and dislikes” or “preferences” of each individual relative to the business at hand. Then there is 
the completely personal info such as family, hobbies, interests, etc. 

A word of caution must be given here, because not all customers are willing to share their personal 
information early on. And there are some that are less prone to sharing this info even after you have 
established a relationship with them. So tread carefully but do make an attempt to gather this information. 

You will notice in our flow chart the terms “preferences,” “involvement,” “impact,” and “important to 
you.” Our belief and experience is that the more personal you make the conversations, the deeper 
understanding you gain, and the more value you bring to the customer. So long as you relate the decisions and 
overall experience to each person you are working with so they are genuinely engaged in the process. 

The personal “likes and dislikes” or “preferences” are important because once you know what those 
are for each individual you will know how to sell to them specifically. One person may prefer to use only one 
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vendor or partner, while another person in the same organization may prefer to spread his/her business out 
over a few chosen vendors or partners. Even things like how they prefer to be contacted – thru email or their 
cell phone can add valuable elements to the selling relationship because you are personalizing each aspect. 

The “important to you” line of questioning dives right into what is important to each individual when 
making a single purchase or selecting partners for the long-term. One warehouse manager may be more 
price/rate driven, while another may be more time sensitive or interested in your availability. The goal is to 
identify (and keep track of) each individuals “hot button” items. It’s not uncommon for people to think that 
CFO’s are cost driven. When in fact I’ve had experience with some who will pay a higher initial price because in 
their mind a reliable vendor/partner adds value to their organization. 

The more you know about each personal individually, the more confident you can be that he/she will 
recommend your services or champion your company throughout their office or organization. 

  

Your Skill Set 

Being inquisitive is a mind set. Being able to ask good questions and actively listen is a skill set. So here 
we outline a few pointers for being skilled at the customer interviewing process. 

 

Step 1 – Prepare in advance. 

 Create a Sales Call Plan with your list of questions. 

 Be flexible in how many questions you can ask, and the direction in which the conversation goes. 

 

Step 2 – Ask Open-Ended questions. 

 Let the customer express themselves, and Actively Listen. 

 Prompt the customer to expand on their answers so you get a deeper understanding of the 
information they provide, plus any expressed or implied meanings. 

 

Step 3 – Confirm what you’ve heard. 

 Clarify any significant points you need to. 

 Paraphrase the issues important to the individual you are talking with. 
 Take notes when necessary, yet maintain eye contact often. 

 

Step 4 – Summarize the conversation. 

 The customer’s specific (Transactional) needs. 

 The (Consultative) information you have learned. 

 The interests and preferences of the individuals you are selling/talking to. 

 

Just like any other process, when your sales calls follow a structured approach they tend to be more 
effective. Conversations with customers flow more easily; you have a better chance of lowering their 
resistance, and the results are more favorable for you and your customer. (Flexible) structure can lead to 
greater account retention and continued sales growth. 
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To enhance this concept, have a clearly defined Sales Call Plan with an organized list of questions and 
areas to explore in advance. This will keep your sales call on track, help you control the conversation, stay 
focused on the customer’s responses, and gain critical pieces of information. 

 

With this knowledge you begin to sell on a consultative level, being better prepared to meet your 
customer’s immediate needs while developing stronger/deeper sales relationships. 

Over time you will separate yourself from your competition by gaining in-depth knowledge of your 
customer’s ever changing situation. Learning new information, opening up more sales opportunities and 
building greater value into your selling relationships. You become recognized as a valuable partner and 
genuine solutions provider as opposed to a common vendor or salesperson. 

 

About the Author    

Michael J. Galante is a dynamic speaker, trainer and coach. As Principle of Galante & Company, he works with 
sales leaders to increase organizational effectiveness, team productivity and client profitability. 

Mr. Galante has been recognized internationally as an expert delivering hundreds of presentations across two 
continents and five countries. He speaks on a regular basis for the American Management Association, Canadian 
Management Centre, AMA’s Operation Enterprise, Future Business Leaders of America, DECA and his own list of clients. 

Prior to founding Galante & Company, Mr. Galante had a successful career in sales, having won numerous sales 
awards and being named in Long Island Business News's 40 Under 40.  You can view his profile on LinkedIn 

 

The Logistics Sales Professional Course 

A World-Class sales training program based on actual sales calls, field rides, project estimates, and tons of discussion 
around Best Practice selling skills for the logistics industry. We’ve listened to customers just like yours and coached reps 
through our sales process which helps them open more doors and close more business. 

This course benefits both new and experienced Salespeople, Account Executives, Customs Brokers and Agents, 
Dispatchers, Logistics Coordinators and Mid Level Management. Anyone who has regular interaction with customers will 
gain valuable insight with a strong set of selling skills. 

The Logistics Sales Professional Course has received big compliments from Senior Executives and Human Resource 
Professionals because we send a consistent message of team work, communication and customer focus across the entire 
organization. This program increases customer contact, quote win ratios and profitability. 

This sales seminar can be delivered over three full days, or separated over a series of sessions. 

 

Information and Registration 

 

 Call:   516.356.5760  to speak with a leading expert 

 Email:   logistics@thesalescoach.com 

 Online:   www.thesalescoach.com/logisticsindustry 
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